ARISTOCRATIC ENGLAND
diplomatic blunder committed by the French, the chief rivals
of England.
The circumstances of that blunder were as follows :
Charles VI, head of the house of Habsburg, Emperor of the
Holy Roman Empire, died in November 1740 without a male
heir. He had caused a number of states to agree that his daughter
Maria Theresa, who married Francis of Lorraine, should be
regarded as his heir, and in order to obtain this recognition of
her he had made many concessions. It was certain, however,
that when he died her inheritance would be challenged. The
possessions of her father, the Emperor, had been built up in all
sorts of ways, principally by inheritance through various mar-
riages. They included the original dominions of the house of
Austria, with its capital at Vienna, but also the Kingdom of
Bohemia, the Catholic Netherlands, with their capital at Brussels,
the Kingdom of Hungary, Silesia, and other portions.
Now, French diplomacy had inherited for two centuries one
unchanging policy of antagonism to the house of Austria. The
Empire had been the unifying principle of the whole Germanic
body, and the Empire weighed upon France from the east as a
perpetual menace. To support the enemies of Austria whenever
a conflict arose had been the necessary and invariable tradition
of the French monarchy. But the moment had come when
wisdom demanded that this tradition should be abandoned. The
Empire had weakened out of all knowledge, it was no longer
connected in blood with the Spanish dominions, it no longer
had any real hold upon the Germans outside the private domain
of the house of Habsburg. It was no longer southern Catholic
Germany which was to be opposed; northern and Protestant
Germany was beginning to grow: and England would be its
natural ally. Protestant England would challenge the French
efforts at creating a great Asiatic trade and an American colonial
one; Protestant Prussia, which had got its independence from
Poland, was about to enter European affairs as the most
thoroughly organized military state.
It is the consistent lesson of history that those who have been
very great, and have established their greatness through a long-
continued policy over many generations, will nearly always
pmlong that policy when it has ceased to be useful and when it
has become demonstrably harmful to them, Nations, like men,
decline through the same qualities as made them rise.
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